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CHAPTER ONE: TRESPASS
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The cold didn’t bite—it gnawed, slow and cruel, through every soaked fiber of Ivy Monroe’s sweater. Her knees were curled against her chest, wedged into the rotting corner of an abandoned barn that smelled like mildew, dust, and regret. Each gust of wind slipping through the broken slats hissed over her raw skin, and every creak in the beams above made her flinch, as if the very wood could betray her.

She hadn’t meant to end up here. Not this town. Not this barn. Not under the boot of a man like him.

Her breath fogged the air. Her stomach clenched with hunger, or fear—maybe both. She hadn’t eaten since yesterday. And she hadn’t slept, not really. Her eyes had stayed open in the dark, tracking shadows, listening to the night.

But she wasn’t alone anymore.

She heard it—slow steps crunching over gravel. Steady. Unhurried. Male.

Her heart stopped, then slammed back to life with a desperate thud.

Boots.

Big ones.

She pushed herself deeper into the shadows, tucking her chin down. Maybe he wouldn’t see her. Maybe he’d just turn around and—

The door creaked open, and he filled it like something from a story meant to scare girls out of wandering. Tall. Broad. Dressed in all black. His coat moved with the wind, and the brim of his hat shadowed his face.

“Come out,” he said.

His voice was low, threaded with steel and command. Not a shout. Just a fact.

She didn’t move. Didn’t breathe.

His boots creaked forward. One step. Two.

She made the mistake of lifting her gaze.

He saw her.

She knew it by the way his body went still. The way his shoulders squared, like he’d found what he was looking for. He took one more step, and she shot up, scrambling backwards into a pile of brittle hay.

“Don’t—please—”

“You’re on private land,” he said, voice calm. Too calm.

“I didn’t know,” she gasped. “I just needed somewhere warm—just for the night—I’ll go, I swear—”

He didn’t move. Just watched her, head tilted slightly, as if examining a creature he’d never seen before.

“You alone?”

She hesitated. “Yes.”

“That your truck out there?”

“No.”

“You walk here?”

She hesitated again.

“Don’t lie,” he said, quieter now. “I don’t like that.”

She swallowed. “I hitchhiked. Got dropped off by the road. I didn’t know it was—your barn, or your land, or—”

“You always talk this fast when you’re scared?”

Her mouth snapped shut.

He finally stepped closer, and she caught the full weight of his presence. The smell of leather and pine. The scrape of his stubble catching the light. The muscles shifting under his shirt like leashed violence. He crouched down, eyes level with hers.

“You look about half-frozen.”

“I’m fine.”

“No,” he said. “You’re not.”

His gloved hand reached forward—slow, deliberate—and brushed her cheek. She flinched, but didn’t pull away.

“Name?” he asked.

“Ivy.”

“Ivy,” he repeated. “Pretty name.”

She nodded mutely.

“You got ID?”

Her eyes flicked away.

“Didn’t think so.” He stood again. “On your feet.”

She hesitated.

“Now.”

She pushed herself up slowly, legs shaking, hands clenched. She didn’t make it two steps before she wobbled and fell forward.

He caught her mid-fall, strong arms bracketing her, the heat of his body a brutal contrast to the cold.

“I said you’re half-frozen,” he muttered. “Maybe more than that.”

She tried to pull away.

He didn’t let her.

“What’s your plan, Ivy? Sleep here till morning and hope no one finds you?”

“I didn’t think anyone would,” she whispered.

“Well, you were wrong.”

His grip tightened, and suddenly she was being lifted. Off her feet, over his shoulder like she weighed nothing at all.

“Stop!” she shouted, pounding weakly on his back. “You can’t just take me!”

“I’m the sheriff,” he said flatly. “I can do whatever the hell I want.”

Her blood turned to ice.

She struggled harder, but it was no use. His arm locked across the backs of her thighs, hand splayed just high enough to make her flush with humiliation. She didn’t know if the tears on her cheeks were from fear or rage, but they came all the same.

The truck door slammed behind her.

The ride was short.

Too short.

She barely processed the trees flashing by or the way the tires crunched on gravel before he was dragging her into a cabin lit only by firelight and the dying sun.

The inside was warm.

Too warm.

Too intimate.

He dropped her on the couch like a parcel, then stood back, hands on his hips, watching her like she was some puzzle he had every intention of solving.

“You hungry?”

She glared at him.

“You can hate me,” he said. “But I’m not gonna let you die in a damn barn.”

She didn’t answer.

He moved to the stove, tossed in another log, then walked past her to a small cabinet and pulled out a blanket. Tossed it on her lap.

“I’m not gonna touch you,” he said. “Unless you ask me to.”

Her eyes snapped to his.

“That’s not a promise,” he added. “It’s a warning.”

She blinked.

He was serious.

He took off his coat, revealing the tight black shirt stretched across his chest. His badge gleamed near his shoulder.

“I’m Sawyer,” he said finally. “Sheriff Sawyer Tate.”

“Great,” she muttered. “You want a medal?”

He chuckled. Low. Dark.

“No,” he said. “I want the truth.”

She hugged the blanket tighter.

“Why are you really here?”

She looked away.

“You running from something?”

“No.”

He moved fast.

Suddenly he was crouched in front of her again, one hand braced on the arm of the couch, the other on the side of her neck—not squeezing, just resting. Holding her still.

“Try that again,” he said softly.

She trembled.

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“I didn’t ask what you wanted.”

She stiffened.

He leaned closer, and her breath caught.

“You don’t get to keep secrets,” he said. “Not when you crawl onto my land. Sleep in my barn. Lie to my face.”

“You’re not my owner,” she said.

His eyes darkened.

“No,” he murmured. “But I could be.”

A bolt of heat shot through her stomach.

He saw it in her eyes. The panic. The spark.

He didn’t push it.

Not yet.

He stood.

“You’re staying here tonight,” he said. “Try anything stupid, and I’ll chain you to the damn bed.”

Her mouth opened.

He raised a brow. “Want to test me?”

She didn’t.

She bit her tongue instead, and nodded.

He turned toward the kitchen.

“Bathroom’s down the hall. You’ve got till I’m done cooking to decide whether you want to talk or not. If not...”

He glanced over his shoulder.

“I’ll make you.”

She watched him disappear behind the counter. Her pulse thundered in her ears. Her skin prickled from more than just the cold.

She should’ve run the second he lifted her off the barn floor.

But she hadn’t.

And now—

Now he knew her name.

And she knew his.

And something about the way he looked at her made her wonder if he was the one she should’ve been running from all along.
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CHAPTER TWO: COLD HANDS, WARM SHACKLES
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Ivy sat stiff as stone on the edge of the bed. It creaked under her slight weight, the springs unfamiliar, too tight, like everything else in this damn cabin. The blanket still clung to her shoulders, wrapped like a cocoon she hadn’t asked for, and couldn’t quite shake off. Her body hadn’t stopped trembling—not entirely from the cold anymore, but something else. Something deeper. Something that had started when he said her name like he already owned it.

Sawyer Tate.

Sheriff.

Captor.

She stared at the door. No lock on the inside. Only the heavy thud of boots from the kitchen beyond, a low rhythm pacing over worn floorboards like a threat made casual by repetition.

She should run.

She wouldn’t make it two feet.

Still, she stood.

Her feet were bare. The cabin floor cold. She crept to the window, heart hammering. Outside, pine trees loomed like sentinels, backlit by a sky smeared in dying light. No road in sight. No houses. No lights.

She was nowhere.

Alone.

Or worse—not alone at all.

A floorboard groaned.

She spun just as the door opened.

Sawyer stood there, arms crossed, shoulder resting lazily against the frame. His eyes slid down her body, pausing where the blanket slipped just enough to show the curve of her collarbone.

“You move quiet,” he said.

“You left me in here.”

“I didn’t lock the door.”

“You didn’t have to.”

His smile was small. Dangerous.

“I’m a sheriff, not a jailer.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

“Did you try to run?”

Her jaw clenched. “You’d know if I did.”

His eyes sparkled—somewhere between amusement and approval.

“Good,” he said.

He stepped inside, slow and sure, and this time she didn’t back away.

“You get warm?”

She didn’t answer.

He closed the door behind him with a quiet click. The sound punched through her chest like a shot.

“You’ve got that look again,” he said.

“What look?”

“Like you’re about to bolt.”

“Maybe I should.”

He walked past her, tugging something from behind his belt. Her stomach dropped when she saw what it was—metal, gleaming in the firelight.

Handcuffs.

“I told you,” he said, low and steady. “Don’t try anything stupid.”

“You said you weren’t going to touch me unless I asked you to.”

“I haven’t touched you.”

She stared at the cuffs.

He tossed them onto the bedside table with a clatter. “Yet.”

Ivy’s breath caught in her throat. She didn’t move. Didn’t speak.

Sawyer didn’t come closer. Just unbuttoned the top two buttons of his shirt, his fingers slow, like he had all the time in the world.

“I don’t like liars, Ivy.”

“I’m not—”

“You are,” he said, voice sharper now. “But that’s fine. You’ll stop.”

She swallowed hard.

“I’m not afraid of you,” she lied.

He laughed. One quiet, amused breath.

“You should be.”

He walked to the window, the firelight playing over his back, highlighting the sharp lines of his shoulders and the worn leather of his belt. He looked out into the darkness like he was waiting for it to look back.

“This land’s old,” he said. “Been in my family three generations. People say it’s haunted. Cursed. Whatever word suits their imagination.”

She stared at him.

“What does that have to do with me?”

He turned.

“Nothing. Yet.”

The silence that followed felt heavy. Like a decision teetering.

Then he moved toward her again, each step deliberate.

She tensed.

He stopped inches away. Lifted his hand. Touched her jaw with the back of his fingers.

She didn’t flinch this time.

“You’re too thin.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not.”

“Stop saying that.”

“Why? Because it’s true?”

She looked up at him, eyes blazing. “Because you’re trying to make me feel small.”

“I don’t have to try.”

His hand curved under her chin, tilting her face up. Her skin burned where he touched her.

“Ivy,” he murmured, voice softer now. “You walked onto my land. Slept in my barn. Lied to my face.”

Her lips parted. She couldn’t breathe.

“You’re already mine,” he said.

Then he kissed her.

Not soft.

Not tender.

It was a claiming—rough and full of quiet rage. His hand slid to the back of her neck, holding her still as his mouth stole every protest she hadn’t said. Her
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